The lingual nerve: overview and new insights into anatomical variability based on fine dissection using human cadavers.
This article, for both researchers and clinicians, presents an overview of the lingual nerve and highlights how new insights into human anatomical variability can be gained by integrating fine dissection of cadavers with neuroanatomical approaches, microscopic studies, and morphometric techniques. Textbooks mainly provide descriptions of the typical or common gross anatomical appearance of structures in the human body with little reference to the nature and extent of variation that may be encountered within and between populations. Furthermore, few texts attempt to integrate descriptions of the regional distribution and branching of neural structures with their central connections or their microscopic anatomy. Using the lingual nerve as an example from the head and neck region, we show that there is still an important place for detailed fine dissections of human cadavers when they are also integrated with morphometric techniques applied to data representing observed variation at both macro- and micro-levels. It is essential that health professionals have a sound understanding of the nature and extent of anatomical variation displayed normally by their patients so that they can perform procedures, such as local anaesthesia and surgery, safely and also be able to correctly diagnose pathology when it is present.